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Unit O1

Section 1
Intensive Reading

A City Is Not a Tree
Christopher Alexander

Part |

Introduction Many design professionals admire and attempt to incorporate into their designs for
the built environment elements reflecting underlying human psychological and spiritual needs and
cultural values. But none has broken so completely with conventional architectural practice and
sought more deeply to make his designs reflect these fundamental values than Austrian-born,

British-trained, U. S. -based architect/planner Christopher Alexander.

Alexander is a self-proclaimed iconoclast, deliberately distancing himself from virtually all the ma-
jor mainstream currents of twentieth-century architectural and planning thought. It is notable that
the eight “treelike” plans he singles out for attack in the following selection represent a diverse set
of the most respected and famous twentieth-century plans from Le Corbusier’s plan for the new town
of Chandigarh, India, based on his principles for a contemporary city, to Paolo Soleri’s visionary

megastructure of Mesa City in the Arizona desert.

Since publication of his provocative early attack on the sterility of formal “treelike” city plans in
the following selection, Alexander has been engaged in a lifelong search to decipher the deep
structures underlying human needs and to define recurring patterns for a new paradigm of architec-
ture. The {'ollow'n.\g selection is clear that a city should not be designed with a neatly branching

treelike organization dividing functions from each other. Alexander condemns tidy city plans which
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lay out discretely bounded neighborhoods, zone one area for housing and another for business, or
establish areas just for universities or cultural facilities. He sees human activity as much more

complex and overlapping than that.

Alexander’s approach to describing how cities should be designed in this selection may trouble
readers who seek clear, rational guidelines. He takes the position that not enough is yet known a-
bout how to design non-treelike cities to provide definite answers. Like an artist or a Zen master
instructing an apprentice, Alexander closes this selection with provocative analogies, examples,
and metaphors. He suggests how an individual might pursue the quest for good design, but he does

not offer a stock set of the answers.

During the past three decades Alexander and his colleagues and students at the Center for Environ-
mental Structure at the University of California of Berkeley have conducted a series of “experi-
ments” working to understand and demonsirate how to design cities which are not “trees”.
Alexander’s writings since “A City Is Not a Tree” provide an abundance of specific principles and

examples as well as many more unanswered questions and lines for exploration.

While Alexander is fascinated with physical form, his approach begins with an interactive process
working with clients to understand their most fundamental needs. Profoundly respectful of the ideas
of clients, Alexander’s projects incorporate rammed earth and chicken wire into housing for Mexi-
cali slum dwellers and Zen architectural details into a Japanese school. He and his followers seek

architecture which is “alive” ; architecture that possesses “the quality without a name”.

Consider the relevance of J. B. Jackson’s description of how the informal vernacular architecture of
small U. S. towns meets human needs to Alexander’s conviction that built environments that grow
organically contain important lessons for planners. Alexander shares architectural critic Jane
Jacobs’s love of apparently chaotic, jumbled urban neighborhoods. Like Jacobs he sees a complex
order and rationality behind an apparently disorderly facade. Consider Alexander’s concept of a
semi-lattice structure in relation to Jacobs’s argument for designing streets to provide play space for
children, security, and areas for human interaction as well as space for cars to drive. A casual ob-
server might consider the resulting street a confused and disorderly one. She might not see how it
meets multiple, complex human needs. Alexander would like to help architects and planners de-
sign streets which achieve the positive qualities of lively streets in New York’s Greenwich Village or
Boston’s West End before urban renewal tidied up (and deadened) the streetscape. Note also the
similarity to British architect/planner Raymond Unwin’s respect for natural cities and for urban

forms shaped by the ideas of their residents.

Alexander’s theories are developed in a series of books published by Oxford University Press in
New York: The Oregon Experiment (1975), A Pattern Language (1977), The Timeless Way of
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Building (1979) , The Linz Cafe (1981), The Production of Houses (1985) , and A New Theory
of Urban Design (1987). An overview of his work by Ingrid F. King is “Christopher Alexander
and Contemporary Architecture” in Architecture and Urbanism ( August 1993).

Words and Phrases
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Section 2
Extensive Reading

Paolo Soleri

Born in Turin, Italy on June 21, 1919, Paolo Soleri was awarded his Ph. D. with highest honors in
architecture from the Torino Polytechnico in 1946. He came to the United States in 1947 and spent
a-year-and-a-half in fellowship with Frank Lloyd Wright at Taliesin West in Arizona, and at Taliesin
East in Wisconsin. During this time, he gained international recognition for a bridge design dis-

played at the Museum of Modern Art and published in The Architecture of Bridges by Elizabeth Mock.

He returned to Ital.y in 1950 where he was commissioned to build a large ceramics factory, “Ce-

ramica Artistica Solimene”. The processes he became familiar with in the ceramics industry led to
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his award-winning designs of ceramic and bronze wind bells and
silt cast architectural structures. For over 30 years, the proceeds
from the wind bells have provided funds for construction to test his

theoretical work ( Figure 1-1).

In 1956 he settled in Scotisdale, Arizona, with his wife, Colly,
and their two daughters. Dr. and Mrs. Soleri made a life-long
commitment to research and experimentation in urban planning,
establishing the Cosanti Foundation, a not-for-profit educational

foundation.

The Foundation’s major project is Arcosanti, a prototype town for

Figure 1-1 Paolo Soleri

5, 000 people designed by Soleri, under construction since 1970.
Located at Cordes Junction, in central Arizona, the project is based on Soleri’s concept of ™ Arcol-
ogy, " architecture coherent with ecology. Arcology advocates cities designed to maximize the in-
teraction and accessibility associated with an urban environment; minimize the use of energy, raw
materials and land, reducing waste and environmental pollution; and allow interaction with the

surrounding natural environment.

A landmark exhibition, “The Architectural Visions of Paolo Soleri, " organized in 1970 by the
Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington, DC, traveled extensively in the U. S. and Canada, break-
ing records for attendance. “Two Suns Arcology, A Concept for Future Cities” opened at the Xe-
rox Square Center in Rochester, New York, in 1976. In 1989 " Paolo Soleri Habitats: Ecologic
Minutiae” , and exhibition of arcologies, space habitats and bridges, was presented at the New
York Academy of Sciences. Most recently, “Soleri’s Cities, Architecture for the Planet Earth and
Beyond” was featured at the Scotisdale Center for the Arts in Scottsdale, AZ. His work has been

exhibited worldwide.

Soleri has received one fellowship from the Graham Foundation and two from the Guggenheim
Foundation. He has been awarded three honorary doctorates, the American Institute of Archi-
tects Gold Medal for Crafimanship in 1963, the Gold Medal from the World Biennieal of Ar-
chitecture in Sofia, Bulgaria, in 1981, and the Silver Medal of the Academied Architecture in
Paris, 1984. Soleri is a distinguished lecturer in the College of Architecture at Arizona State

University.

He has written six books and numerous essays and monographs. When he is not traveling on the
international lecture circuit, Soleri divides his time between Cosanti, the original site for his re-

search located in Scottsdale, and Arcosanti.
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Resources for Reference

http ://www. patternlanguage. com

http ://www. arcosanti. org

Section 3
Tips for Translation

General Principles for Translation §li# (1) 50
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